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Objective: This article undertakes a critical examination of the historical
methodology employed by contemporary Orientalists in the study of the
Qur’an. Its principal aim is to analyze the fundamental epistemological
and ontological tensions between this method and the revelatory
foundations of Islam, and to demonstrate its inadequacy in explaining
the divine origin of the Qur’an.

Method: The study adopts an analytical-critical approach and employs
a descriptive-documentary method. Data were gathered through a
critical review of major Western Qur’anic scholars—such as Theodor
Noldeke, John Wansbrough, and James A. Bellamy—and through
comparison with Islamic sources, historical evidence, comparative
linguistic data, and archaeological findings.

Results: The findings indicate that the Orientalist historical method, by
presupposing the earthly and historically conditioned nature of the
sacred text, stands in intrinsic conflict with the concept of divine
revelation. Their central hypotheses—such as the alleged two-century
delay in the codification of the Qur’an and the theory of borrowing from
earlier texts—are inconsistent with manuscript evidence, archaeological
data (including carbon-14 testing), and the continuity of both oral
transmission and concurrent written documentation of the Qur’an.
Furthermore, their textual and literary criticism often relies on subjective
judgment and analytical models derived from Biblical criticism .

Conclusion: The central argument of the article is the inadequacy and
reductionism of the historical method within the field of Qur’anic
studies. The study of the Qur’an requires a methodological framework
that acknowledges the authority of revelation and maintains a balance
between historical data and the internal logic of the text. Future research
should be grounded in Islamic epistemological foundations while
critically engaging with the contributions of historical sciences.
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Introduction

In recent decades, a wave of Qur’anic studies among Orientalists has
emerged based on the “historical-critical method.” Rooted in Biblical critical
scholarship, this method analyzes the Qur’an not as divine revelation, but as a
historical, linguistic, and cultural phenomenon. It contends that its contents
were shaped by the interaction of the Prophet of Islam with the Jewish-
Christian milieu and the pre-Islamic Arabian cultural environment. Despite its
academic veneer, this approach rests upon anthropocentric and empiricist
presuppositions that deny any direct supra-historical connection. The central
issue is that the application of this method to the domain of revelation leads to
the historicization and reduction of religious knowledge.

A review of the Persian-language scholarship indicates that most existing
works have merely described the methods and categorized the views of
Orientalists, with limited attention given to internal critique, to examining the
epistemological foundations of this approach, or to assessing its tension with
the revelatory principles of Islam. The research gap addressed in the present
study is therefore the absence of an ontological and epistemological analysis
of the relationship between the historical method and the reality of revelation.
The article’s contribution lies in moving beyond a descriptive framework
toward a philosophical critique of the foundations of the historical method and
in evaluating it against both intra-religious criteria and objective historical
evidence.

Research Methodology

This study constitutes fundamental theoretical research employing a
qualitative approach and conducted through descriptive-analytical and critical
methods. The research population comprises the major works of Western
Qur’anic scholars (Orientalists) who have utilized the historical method. The
sample was selected purposively and includes the views of key figures such
as Ignaz Goldziher, Theodor Noldeke, John Wansbrough, Patricia Crone,
James A. Bellamy, and Keith E. Small. For intellectual contrast, the
perspectives of critics of this current—such as Fred M. Donner and William
A. Graham—were also considered.

Data were collected through library and documentary research. Primary
materials were extracted from the works of these scholars, critiques directed
against them, Islamic sources (historical, exegetical, and hadith literature), as
well as archaeological and linguistic findings. The data were analyzed using
qualitative content analysis and logical argumentation. The study began by
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identifying the foundations and presuppositions of the historical method, then
examined its application in subfields such as textual criticism, source
criticism, and literary criticism in Western Qur’anic studies. Finally, it
evaluated these applications against three criteria: documented historical
evidence from the formative period of Islam, comparative linguistic data, and
modern archaeological findings.

Findings

The analysis of the structure and function of the historical-critical method
in Orientalist Qur anic studies yielded the following key findings:

Epistemological Incompatibility: The historical method is grounded in
the principles of the precedence of history over text and the subjection of
religious texts to the same governing laws as other human productions. This
presupposition precludes, a priori, the possibility of supra-historical revelation
and results in an anthropocentric and historicist explanation of the Qur’an,
intrinsically at odds with Islamic revelatory theology.

Inconsistency of Central Hypotheses with Empirical Evidence: The
principal Orientalist hypothesis—namely, the alleged two-century delay in the
formation and final stabilization of the Qur’an—is contradicted by multiple
categories of evidence:

Historical Evidence: Reliable Islamic reports concerning the concurrent
writing of the Qur’an during the period of revelation and its compilation
during the era of the first caliphs.

Archaeological and Manuscript Evidence: The discovery of early Qur’anic
manuscripts (such as the San‘a’ codex and other early manuscripts dated
through carbon-14 analysis) whose writing dates back to the first Islamic
century and indicates relative textual stability.

Continuity of the Oral Tradition: The coherent and widespread system of
memorization and recitation of the Qur’an, which renders large-scale textual
alteration implausible.

Methodological Deficiencies in Textual Criticism: Examination of
concrete examples of emendation proposals by scholars such as James A.
Bellamy (for example, regarding the words hasab and sijjil) demonstrates that
these claims often rely more on the critic’s linguistic preference and analogical
reasoning drawn from other linguistic models than on objective manuscript
evidence or historical Arabic linguistics. Such proposals generally conflict
with early lexicographical and exegetical sources.
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Limitations of Literary and Stylistic Criticism: The literary-historical
approach of John Wansbrough and his followers, characterized by an
excessive focus on the literary context of the text and the dismissal of Islamic
historical narratives, leads to conjectural interpretations lacking independent
external corroboration. While denying the credibility of Islamic sources, this
approach fails to provide a substantiated alternative, resulting in
methodological circularity and impasse.

Failure to Differentiate Islamic Sources: In their use of Islamic
exegetical and historical materials, Orientalists often fail to distinguish clearly
between strong and weak sources—for example, treating al-Tabar’s
exegetical work, which contains Isra’1liyyat material, on par with the more
critical exegetical approach of Ibn Kathir.

Conclusion

The findings indicate that the Orientalist historical method, when applied
to the Qur’an, is marked by a categorical fallacy: it employs analytical tools
appropriate for phenomena whose very nature it has already presupposed and
thereby denied. While this method may prove effective in the study of
historically conditioned human texts, it remains incomplete and reductionist
when applied to revelation, which claims transcendence over history.

The results of this study align with the views of certain Western critics,
such as Fred M. Donner and William A. Graham, who have emphasized the
conflation of literary context with historical context and highlighted the
methodological crisis inherent in radical skeptical approaches. The findings
further corroborate the internal Islamic perspective concerning the unity,
authenticity, and divine origin of the Qur’anic text.
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